The preference for learning styles is an important and widely discussed topic in educational psychology. Knowing students' preferences regarding learning style enables teachers to use more effective methods of providing information and to choose better educational tools for a particular student. This research deals with the comparison of male and female students' learning styles and contributes to the discussion of whether gender can affect a student's learning style. Kolb's assessment method was used to determine an individual's learning style. The research uses both quantitative and qualitative methods in order to strengthen each method and get clearer results. 100 questionnaires were given out and 10 semi-structured interviews were conducted. The study took place at the College of Healthcare and Nursing in Brno (Czech Republic). To concentrate on the research objectives, the respondents of similar age, same education level, and similar background were chosen. The results clearly show that male and female students tend to prefer different learning styles and that is contrary to the findings of previous research done in this area. The study helps to understand how gender can affect our way of studying and how to help individuals learn more effectively.
The topic of learning styles is not new, but still vividly discussed. The first person who realised that people have different approaches towards studying was Aristotle. But the first person who really explored the topic and gave it actual terms was Kurt Lewin. He got the idea of learning cycles from control engineering. Later on, David Kolb popularized the idea and today we know the model as Kolb's learning cycle model. The model describes 4 steps of learning:
1. Concrete experience 2. Observation and Reflection 3. Abstract Conceptualization 4. Testing concepts in a new situation It is not of any importance where in the cycle a learner starts, but to make the learning process effective, all phases of the cycle must be involved.
Later on it was noticed that every student has a dominant phase of the cycle, called learning style preference.
The model categorises 4 types of learners: assimilators, divergers, convergers and accommodators.
There are many factors that affect learning style preferences: age, level of education, place of living, income, culture, personality type etc. There are also some researches done to find a connection between the learning style and academic performance (Rutz, Mainemelis, Holley and Jenkins), but the results are controversial.
Individual learning style is closely connected to his or her career. It is difficult to say what comes first and if preferred learning style influences the choice of career, or individuals career and working experience influence the learning style preferred. The research done by David Kolb proves that in the field of technologyprofessions like engineering and medicine majority of people tend to converging learning style, while assimilating learning style is more typical for people devoted to research and informational technologies.Accommodating learning style was prevalent among people, who have to communicate a lot at work -sales managers, teachers etc. People with Diverging learning style usually chose a career connected to creating something. There are many artists, designers, but also social workers in this group.
The purpose of my study was to determine if the learning style preference depends on gender. There were similar studies done in several countries (India, China, Malaysia, Romania, Russia) and the results are quite controversial. For example new research provided at the American University of the Middle East (Kuwait) in January 2016 by Ariz Naqvi shows that there is no connection between gender and learning styles. This also submits the study by Halime Demirkan from Bilkent University Turkey (2007) and Kashefian-Naeeini from Malaysian University (2011). Some studies even suggest that there is no need to implement gendersensitive educating methods when designing materials for ESL classes.in his article about gender and school curriculum (2004) says that teachers do not have to take into account gender factor as it does not affect their students' ways of accepting and retrieving information. On the contrary, Anna Tatarintseva from Latvia State University, whose research relies on literature of different countries, comes to the conclusion that gender plays a key role in the process of picking a particular learning style. According to Kolb, the inventor of the theory, male students lean more towards Abstract (AC) studying while females lean more towards perceiving dimension (AC-CE), the difference on processing dimension (AE-RO) was insignificant.
The results were expected to be different for the Czech Republic, because, as it was mentioned before, the place of living can affect students' learning styles.
There have been many attempts to describe and classify students' learning styles using different instruments. Honey and Mumford's(1986) classification is based on Kolb's learning style model and also has four categories: activists, reflectors, theorists and pragmatists. The Gregorc model (1985) has two categories of learners: concrete-abstract and sequential-random. Students can have different combinations of these categories. The Dunn and Dunn learning styles (1989) are based on five stimuli: environmental (sound, temperature, design, light), emotional (motivation persistence and responsibility, structure), sociological (study/learn alone, in pairs or with another group), physical (auditory, visual, tactile, kinaesthetic) and psychological (analytical or global, left brain or right brain domination, reflective or impulsive response). There are also 21 elements across the stimuli. Another model that has gained in popularity recently is the VARK model. It was developed by a secondary school and university teacher, Neil D. Fleming. The VARK model describes learning styles using students perception skills: visual (best learning is by using maps, spider diagrams, charts, graphs), kinaesthetic (perceptual preference related to the use of experience and practice), auditory (perception of the information by hearing and speaking) and reading/writing (students prefer information displayed as words). There are seldom cases when only one model is used. The majority of students represent multimodality according to the VARK system.It became popular worldwide because it has been developed to adopt principles in business educational environments.
This article describes the results of a survey based on David Kolb's learning style model, but the whole research is aimed to cover all main learning style models.
The study took place in The College of Healthcare and Nursing in Brno (Czech Republic). All other factors that can affect learning style preferences apart from the gender were tried to be reduced to a minimum. The participants of the research were all of the same age (19-21), had the same occupation (students) and were from the same region (Brno).
Survey method of research was used to collect data. The questionnaire based on the ideas of The Kolb Learning Style Inventory(KLSI) was administered in person to 50 male and 50 female respondents that provided a 100% response rate. Ten interviews were provided to prove the information gathered through the questionary.
There have been 6 versions created of the inventory since 1969, when the first version was published. The original inventory was made as an exercise to help students understand the process of learning.It was later on described in the textbook written by Kolb, Rubin and McIntyre in 1971. Here the term "learning style" was first used. The results of the inventory were later on discussed with the respondents to check the reliability of the study. It was found not to be very reliable, although it became very popular among scholars. There were around 350 published researches studies based on the original version of Kolb Learning Style Inventory.
The second version of the inventory was published by Kolb in 1985. Some new items were added as well as sentence stems to increase the reliability of the inventory, but test-retest response was still not very reliable. In attempt to increase the reliability the inventory items were randomised, that actually led to some increases in reliability. This improved version was published in 1993 and is known as Version 2a.
KLSI Version 3 was published in 1999. It is based on the randomised Version 2a, but a self scoring, interpretation leaflet and color-coded answer sheet were invented to make the process of scoring faster and easier for the user.
There is also Version 3.1 that differs minimally to Version 3. However, KLSI Version 3.2 is closer to Version 4 rather than Version 3 and 3.1. It brings new improved classification of the learners.
KLSI Version 4 brings many changes and updates. It was implemented in 2011 and is based on data collected since 1971 from all around the world. The major change is further division of 4 basic learning types (Accommodating, Assimilating, Converging and Diverging) into 9 more styles (Initiating, Experiencing, Imagining, Reflecting, Analyzing, Thinking, Deciding, Acting and Balancing).
It also reflects learning flexibility of a student and gives the user a personal report focused on improvement learning style effectiveness.
An adaptation based on the ideas fromKolb Learning Style Inventory Version 3 was used for gathering data in the following research. It is easier to use and interpret for the students, who are able to use English at level B2 to B1 according to Common European Framework of Reference for Languages.
The results of KLSI Version 3 are proved to be comparable with Version 4, they show higher levels of reliability and internal validity.
The Kolb Learning Style Inventory was chosen because unlike many other tests it uses a comprehensive theory of learning and development.
The results are described in the following graph:
Accommodating learning style (doing and feeling) 0% male students/ 18% of female students This learning style is prevalent within the general population. This type of student relies on intuition rather than logic, prefers learning from particular experience, relies on given information rather than carries out his/her own analysis, needs a clear explanation before starting working.
Diverging (feeling and watching) 56% of male students/ 27% of female students These students are imaginative and emotional, they are able to view issues from different perspectives and like gathering information. These types of students need to watch other students doing the task before they start doing it themselves. Explanation given with graphs and tables are suitable for this group of students. They prefer to work in groups and receive personal feedback.
Assimilating (watching and thinking) 32% of male students/ 31% of female students These students logically analyse ideas. A good, clear explanation is always required. These students need to watch how to do the task before they actually start doing it. Practical opportunities are of less importance. They like organising information. Tables and graphs are of great value for them especially if they have an opportunity to make these graphs themselves. They are less focused on people and prefer working on their own rather than in groups.
Converging (doing and thinking)
12% of male students/ 24% of female students These students prefer technical tasks. They are good at understanding abstract ideas and theories they like experimenting with. They do not need other people to communicate with during the process of studying. They are less concerned with feedback; the process of studying and finding solutions for the task is motivation enough.
This study can be of great use for educators that want to make the process of studying more effective. Recognizing particular students learning styles and reacting to these styles can maximise students ability to accept and retrain information and helps to avoid potential learning problems by choosing the correct method of teaching.This can also help to choose the material and activities suitable for the particular students.
This study, when completed, will help to understand how differently male and female students study and to accept this difference.
Biographical note.
Kateryna Kozlova has a master's degree in education and philology from Tavrida National University (Crimea) where she worked as a teacher of English and American literature. Later on she continued her education in University of Patras (Greece) and finally obtained her PhD degree in Dnepropetrovsk National University of Oles Honchar (Ukraine). Currently she is a member of a teaching a researching team at College of Healthcare in Brno (Czech Republic). Most of her research is related to gender studies, education and literature.
